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Abstract

The so called new economy based on global network of digitalized communication was welcomed as a platform of innovations and as a vehicle of advancement of democracy. The concept of virtuality captures the essence of the new economy: efficiency and free access. In practice, the new economy has developed into an heterogenic entity dominated by practices such as propagation of trust and commitment to standards and standard-like technological solutions; entrenchment of locally strategic subsystems; surveillance of unwanted behavior. Five empirical cases within the present present field of opposing forces serve as fuel for reflection: football hooliganism, sand-boxing, digital vulnerability of nuclear technology, sensitivity of studio projects, and streamlining academic computing. The main argument of the article is that a historic re-materialization is taking place within the new economy. This means cognitive as well as material divisions. Incommensurability in science is comparable with product incompatibility from the point of view of their implications to the users of knowledge and computers. Hype and banal attached to the new media are related to two ways of assessing social capital: as a means of peaceful functionality or a condition for cultural conflicts. The paper ends in proposing that there is a re-materialization of the virtual now taking place especially on the meta-level of the system. 

Keywords

Re-materialization, virtual, new economy, democracy, commodification

Introduction

Visionaries of the so called new economy painted an enthusiastic picture of a global computerized network of communication based on new digital information and communication technologies, a networked intelligence, in principle, and in the final count, inclusive of all mankind. (c.f. Negroponte 1995; Tapscott 1996.) Such a digital economy would boost innovation and economic growth in an unforeseen pace. Substantially, the new economy was thus based on the idea of equal access to the Internet. In practice, however, entrance to the new economy took the form of  commercialization of the Internet. The main obstacle on the way of the coming of new digital economy, as it was understood, was the so called digital divide, i.e. the prevailing fact that not everybody did have access to the Internet (Tapscott 1996). This obstacle was to be removed gradually by resolutely building the infrastructure of the new economy. This was soon understood as an increasing presence of ubiquitous networks and pervasive computing. Besides, under the rubric of knowledge society or information society, to mitigate the digital divide, curricula at all levels of education was and at the moment still is enriched with instruction of computer skills and related topics. 

While a significant number of the world population does not yet have access to the Net, the number of those who have been included is growing steadily. Also other kinds of divisions have emerged within the digital economy. It is these divisions that the present article deals with. Already at the eve of Internet’s going commercial, it was felt that “there is a growing conflict of contrasting computing architectures, competing standards, legacy systems versus the new technology paradigm.” (Tapscott 1996, 71.) In the beginning of the new economy, the idea of equal access reached the code, meaning that the code of the software was supposed to be open and free to be used by anyone for programming, customizing existing software, and the like. To a significant effect, however, the commercialization of the Internet has brought about the closing of the code. Commodification of the code means its translation from an open and freely accessible code into a closed code and a vendable product. Analogous to the closing of code, in the realm of football, free expression and spontaneous affect creating labour is largely being commodified into controlled and orchestrated profit generating emotions (cf. Shaviro 2010) under surveillance and management of behavior (Millward 2009; Giulianotti 2011; Abell 2011). Even the code of law has become more opaque than before (Donoghue 2008).

In other words, the global system of automated collecting and processing of data is facing the impact of contradictory forces of standardization and isolation. The rules of the formation of the system are themselves exposed to changes. In Michel Foucault’s thoughts (Foucault 2001, 1543-1547 [1984]; Brown & Capdevila 1999), the concept of productive power or power as a force field of domination and opposition capable of creating, moving, removing, and re-creating boundaries between domains would seem to propose itself as an explanatory aid in the present, and rather complex, task of making sense of what is going on. Instead of Foucault, however, the present paper will borrow key elements for theoretical perspective from the works of A.N. Whitehead (1985; 2011; Shaviro 2009; Stengers 2011; Halewood 2001; ) and Bruno Latour (1991; 1993; 2005).  

At least three kind of practices seem to affect the reshaping of the global micro-chipped system of communication: propagation of trust and commitment to standards and standard-like technological solutions; entrenchment of locally strategic subsystems; surveillance of unwanted behavior. The economy - or mechanisms - capable of explaining these practices consists of an encounter of local interests on a global platform. From a cultural sociological point of view, the interest-driven actors strive to convert transparent factors of production into black-boxed symbolic goods. (cf. Serres 1980; 1985; Brown 2002.) Since the specifically information technological products and services do have the acknowledged potential of re-creating the world the same products also do pose a special kind of risk to the purchaser. An understandable  counter measure to mitigate the risk is white-boxing, i.e. opening the black-box of the product and making it if not public at least privately or secretly observable.  Since the nested nature of black-boxes implies that a cascading effect or regress will unfold into an endless chain of black-boxes, whenever these are opened, it is understandable if white-boxing should sometimes also entail isolation and transfer of the suspect black-boxes from the living sphere in a sense similar to the procedure of transferring highly active nuclear wastes to some place outside the human living sphere.

Five cases illustrate the heterogenesis that is presently taking place due to the opposing forces and processes: football hooliganism, sand-boxing, digital vulnerability of nuclear technology, sensitivity of studio projects, and streamlining academic computing.

In the light of these cases, the dynamic features of modern communication unfold in a following manner. Disorderly agents of football stands are identified and controlled in order to eradicate football hooliganism (Bale 2000; Millward 2009; Giulianotti 2011). The outcome of which is decrease in hooliganism and increase in surveillance. Virus-suspect code sequences are provided with a sandbox, i.e. an experimental network of computers detached from the global net, in order to find out if the suspect is guilty. And by now it is an acknowledged imperative that nuclear power plants as well as any nuclear technological project in principle must be kept detached from the global net.  Studio projects, i.e. projects aiming at high quality digital audio-recording, find it vital for their success to stay detached from the net. Computer systems at some universities are being standardized in the name of security, the outcome of which is that the equipment will be provided by one and only one provider and that IP-addresses are refused from equipment other than the ones acquired by the provider. Members of staff as well as students operating with ‘alien’ equipment are facing extra surveillance and caution.

These exemplifying cases have inspired into a reflection whose outcome is the text that follows. They will be referred to in the text implicitly more often than explicitly. In what follows first, epistemic or cognitive incommensurability will be compared with product incompatibility from the point of view of their implications to the users of knowledge and computers. Second, hype and banal attached to the new media will be discussed and related to two ways of assessing social capital: as a means of peaceful functionality or a condition for cultural conflicts. Third, the paper ends in proposing that there is a re-materialization of the virtual now taking place especially on the meta-level of the system.

From incommensurability to incompatibility - from nativity to nomadism?

Incommensurability of different fields of knowledge may be a strategy and not only a spontaneous  outcome of history. Fuller (2000) calls this strategy ‘kuhnification’ after the historian of science Thomas S. Kuhn who was the first to present scientific progress via revolutions and increasing significance of incommensurability. In his treatise on Kuhn, Fuller shows that scientific incommensurability was also a part of conscious strategy of the intelligence of the Western Allies during the Cold War to keep scientists detached from politics and politicians from science. Kantola & Silvan-Lempinen (2012) show how kuhnification can be a strategy also for managing simultaneously nuclear waste and public opinion. 

What is at stake in incommensurability is a certain incompatibility of a field’s concepts, methods, and ways of doing and thinking in the domain of another field. In the field of industrial production, something akin to incommensurability is being brought about as well by choosing product incompatibility instead of compatibility, within the design of new products. This is, perhaps, especially characteristic for the design of new information and communication technologies (NICTs). The difference between the incommensurability of scientific fields and the incompatibility of generations of electronics is, perhaps, best captured as a difference of degree in the materiality of semiosis. 

Semiotics is an area of research whose object of study is the process of signification. The concept of material semiotics refers to the idea that material entities can autonomously contribute to the process of signification. In Peircean semiotics, materiality is inherent in all semiosis (Cobley 2001, 9). In the Greimasian semiotics of passions, feelings are at the root of semiosis (Greimas & Fontanille 1991). Whiteheadian philosophy of organism assumes that a dipolar structure of feeling characterizes all existence, physical as well as mental (Whitehead 1985, 345). In his theory of structures of feeling, Raymond Williams underlines that feeling is not determined by material structures but is autonomous in relation to them (Filmer 2003; Williams 1977).
To understand the bringing of materiality in the process of signification it has been proposed that it could be useful to adopt a concept like ‘regime of enunciation’ (Latour 2002, 143; Høstaker 2005, 19). Using this concept, incommensurable fields of knowledge as well as incompatible technologies would point to the existence of relatively isolated local regimes of enunciation. And there are related concepts more or less capable of capturing the extra-linguistic and a priori context of any semiosis.   In discussing the formation of signification in discursive processes, Michel Foucault (2002, 73-76) also lays weight on non-discursive factors conditioning the process. Again, A.N. Whitehead (2011 [1926], 124; 1985, 309) talks about atomicity - inter alia referring to quanta as primal elements of energy - as the basis of continuity in nature and/or in our ways of perceiving nature. In an other place, Latour (1988, 166) states that reality consists of gradients of resistance. All of these notions underline the relevance of material or otherwise non-discursive conditions in the process of attaching meanings to entities - natural and/or artificial.

Here we need not take stance to the epistemic-ontological status of scientific knowledge nor the nature of technological products in order to proceed. The remarks from philosophers and sociologists of science referred to above only stress the central importance of the experience of durability of things, the need to create and maintain durability, and the differentiation and separation of regimes of durability that is taking place intently as well as spontaneously. So, then, what are the forces that challenge the durability of material as well as discursive forms of being an entity or an organization?

In general, there seems to prevail a logic or dialectic of delimiting the area of relevant sources of information on the one hand and an incessant challenge of such limitations by competing actors on the other. Especially so within market driven innovative societies. Delimiting information entails exposure to risks of not knowing what appears to be vital for the individual or organization. The question is not whether delimit or not but how to draw the line. Choosing not to delimit will no doubt soon exhaust the individual’s or the organization’s resources. Performing successfully on a market scene - or a political or military one as well -  will necessitate reserving the option to change the pattern of intelligence. 

Digitally processed and maintained networks and platforms of communication have been associated with social progress in terms of advancement of democracy, freedom, and welfare. The development of the NICTs entails the emergence of social movements promoting collective forms of activity at odds with market economic thinking - to the somewhat paradoxic extent that freeware and shareware have become part and parcel of some commercial projects as well. Enthusiasm as to the powers of digital technology in the making are being maintained and supported by governments and the state administration. (Breen 2002, 167-171) The hype of digital technology as a source of well-being is inarticulate and diffuse, however. 

Despite all media convergence that actualizes for the moment, what seems to be taking place in the commercial side of the business is a shift from product compatibility over generations to product incompatibility. Of course, this is not an absolute trend since opportunities for diversity are still negotiable. But old computers are seen increasingly a safety risk. Old versions of hard and software are no more supported. This is a new trend especially with regard to the products of Apple Inc. Microsoft, though, has a more convincing history of dealing with its clientele in situations of emerging incompatibility between product generations. Meanwhile Apple was famous and trusted for the compatibility over generations of its computers and software for a long period. In the end of the first decade of the 2000’s, the company resolved not to support anymore a remarkable number of the older products still in use. 

A change from intergenerational product compatibility to incompatibility entails the need to change ideological registers in marketing the product. Historically, it means a more or less dramatic change from a pattern of cumulating knowledge and skills to a pattern of cyclic revolutions of the relevance of knowledge and skills of working with the computerized network. The ideal of programmable society (Kantola 2003) is being replaced by an older idea of programmed society (Touraine 1971; Kivisto 1984, 360-361). To some extent this means also a shift from transparent to opaque, from productive to consumptive, from active citizenship to submissive citizenship, from participative democracy to technocratic democracy (Sänkiaho 1981; Kantola & Silvan-Lempinen 2011; cf. Warren 1996). 

Several questions arise about the creation and loss of resources necessary for active citizenship. Could it be the case that while people strive to be active citizens the conformation of their activities will take the shape of a technocratic democracy, or worse still, a technocratic corporatist autocracy? Could creating needs to boost demand for marketable goods mean destruction of existing resources for individuals such as tram-lines and railroads to enhance the sale of sedans? 

For the user, the outcome of this strategic turn to incompatibility of product generations is the jeopardization of any long term work due to the exposure of tools and modes of communication to the pervasive and continuing  series of cultural revolutions welling up from the quarters of industrial design which in turn is led by the imperatives of short term marketing. In these conditions, the purchaser of a new product has to renew all his or her hardware as well as software at once, to recycle the existing hardware off from the office, and to invest in learning how to use the new equipment and the new software. Due to this, less and less of the details of the productive work, or any work whatsoever, to be performed by using digital tools can be based on routines.

The antidote of the IT-companies to the loss of control of one’s tools is the introduction of ‘positive user experiences’, i.e. boosting controlled hype with regard to the new products. No doubt, the hype around new technologies is a natural ingredient of technological progress. However, the contents and the direction of the hype can be manipulated - more or less successfully, of course. Contemporary technology discourse not only legitimizes capitalism but shapes it as well (Fisher 2010).

The revolutionary enthusiasm in 1789 in France and elsewhere embraced equality, freedom, and fraternity to all people regardless of their language, place of birth, country of origin, race, color of skin, gender etc. The hostile environments of the new republic, however, lead to the historical process of introducing a nationalist ideology and turning the revolution backwards at that. Now, ‘national’ differences and discrimination between product generations (older generation products are not supported) materialize for the users as an incessant need to change ‘nationality’. So, the present way of development of the NICTs tends to make the users a sort of ‘nomads of the present’, to paraphrase Alberto Melucci (1989).

Ideological rootlessness is present also in he practices of resolving global environmental problems. In these, big companies together with state administration produce legislation that forces citizens to consume. In fact, the decisions of consumption are made as a result of bargaining in panels of experts of science, technology, and major corporations. The bargaining can be characterized as a discourse where material semiotics is strongly present.  Socially responsible media then has the charge of selling the outcome of the negotiations, whatever it is, to the audience. 

In science, incommensurability is being brought about by the advancement of empirical research. The best known example of empirical observations that made a difference in this regard was surely the famous observation of Michelson and Morley of the invariance of the speed of light regardless the relative movement of its source and the point of its observation. This observation was incompatible with Newtonian physics. It needed, indeed, an Einstein to lay the basis for a new physics. As is well known, it was possible to solve the puzzle only at the cost of changing the language of physics and by way of dividing physics into Newtonian and Einsteinian brands which are not fully compatible with each other. 

The speed of light as well as the functions of carbon-dioxide in the atmosphere are independent of human negotiations. However, the ways of delineating the scope of relevant sources of information in dealing with the search for a solution is the outcome of human decisions. The more so when it is the case of a company’s resolution of how to proceed with product design. Market imperatives seem to equal the speed of light in their effect on the maintenance of compatibility over spheres of communication. However, there is a limit to the comparability of physics and the design of NICTs. It is the presence and redefinitions of standards in the field of NICTs that practically makes the difference. In practice, there is a much longer stretch of variation for the technically viable ways of reconnecting two computers than for the redefinition of the atomic weight of an element.

That the redefinition of standards is so much more flexible than the re-evaluation of the atomic weights of the elements gives more room also for the possible outcomes of standardization. The industrialists would seem to have the choice of  either designing standards to support compatibility or not. Technical development of processing capacity or the quality of accessories of any kind does not necessarily imply loss of compatibility over product generations. Innovations may bring about incommensurability as well as extensions of commensurability between products. Here it is the strategies and systems of accounting that set the terms for redefinition of standards while for the field of physics, well, it is the development of scope and precision of observation that counts.

The disruptive effects of technological progress have been noted. Richard Sennet (1998) talks about the corrosion of individual worker’s character as the outcome of the quickening pace of changing standards. From the point of view of the consumer or the citizen, Alberto Melucci defines the resulting experience as nomadism (Melucci 1989). Michel Maffesoli (1996) observes the formation of temporary neo-tribes in the wake of temporal fragmentation of practices. In practice, changes brought about by the development of information technology are welcomed in various ways. The same holds to the increasing instability of labor market. Confusion of the confines and division of tasks, fading away of the borders between work and leisure, alternation of employment and unemployment - each of these features of the changing work life may be for some people a positive and even inspiring thing while others may feel them unpleasant and depressing rather than empowering (Kantola 2003, 438-439).

Each of the example cases given in the introduction of this article exposes the presence of a specific material-economic dialectics. Let us take a closer look at two of these examples: the studio project and the case of football hooliganism. In the first example, there is a tension between recording a high quality digitally workable sound on the one hand and the need to protect the property rights of the provider of the necessary equipment and software on the other. In the second example, tension is obvious between socially integrating consumption (soccer) on the one and the spontaneous, independent, and impulsive forms of integration (hooliganism) (Abell 2011). In the latter example, the general social integration is threatened by local temporary thickenings of collective action - itself a source of isolating romantic integration. The material solution to the problem of hooliganism, however, is at odds, just like the unwanted hooliganism itself, with the general goal of social integration in increasing the surveillance and the concomitant alienation of citizens in their urban living environments. In the former example, again, the future use of the product becomes more uncertain. Both the profitable sales of the product as well as the use of the product as a factor of production are at risk.

Indeed, as an activity, today’s information technology (IT) can be characterized as warfare (cf. Wang 2009).  Or at least there are many features in the practices of IT that could justify such perception: active protection of intellectual property rights, use of these rights to regulate and conquer markets, various forms of transgression of these rights, such as: production and propagation of viruses, worms and robots; hackerism, crackerism, piratism; encrypting and breaking encrypted codes. While crackerism may have an ethics its own (Vuorinen 2007), one must not forget that IT is a strong vehicle both within terrorism and crime, as well as in the war against terrorism and crime.

To be successful in waging war, one must take care of the home front, too. Mutatis mutandis, one must ensure the presence of a right kind of defense spirit and loyalty among one’s own actual and potential supporters or customers in order to be assigned the necessary political as well economic license to proceed.

Hype and the banal, or functionality and conflict

In the above I talked about durability and differentiation due to bad communication connections, incommensurability, product incompatibility. I feel I should also tackle the other side of the coin: hype and banalization - in connection with the opaque and the transparent, the terms which are so important for the functioning of the commercial net.

Sociology of science and technology that in the style of Bruno Latour produces thick descriptions about its objects of study has been charged not only with lack of theory but with an anti-democratic stance as well. Might seems to equal right the critics say. But oddly enough, the real world seems to show resemblance with the criticized research. The markets of the IT are becoming problematic in the wake of various challenges to property rights: piratism, hackerism, copyleft, shareware, freeware, etc. (cf. Vuorinen 2007). The concept of having a right to becomes problematic as well as those of agency, subjectness, materiality. The very constituents of logic and argumentation seem to be at risk. 

We know already so much - not including what we do not know but should know - that considering all of our knowledge in a real decision-making situation is impossible. Quite obviously, this is a general feature of our modern times assessed already by Leibniz and later by A.N. Whitehead in a more thoroughgoing analysis. Recently, K. Knorr-Cetina has studied the use of knowledge in the practices of financial investors (Knorr-Cetina & Bruegger 2002). She characterizes the financial markets as one, if not the top-most one, among the users of extremely extensive data about the world in all its aspects that can have any meaning to human beings. (Knorr-Cetina 2005.) However, as we know in this case at least, the extension of information does neither bring about durability nor grant stability.

The role of the IT in the advancement of democracy, freedom, anti-authoritarianism, and welfare - in the empowerment of the suppressed, the poor, the marginalized of otherwise inferior - is becoming problematic. Security and safety brings surveillance, protection of property rights and privacy brings about firewalls and related breaks to communication - a trend which may lead to a socially divided future such as the club society assessed by Lacroix and Tremblay (1997). Part of the problematics can be observed in sequences of events which show how the social media and the cellular phones may turn out usable as sandboxes for authoritarian governments (cf. Mozorov & Meyers 2011).

There is an open issue within the study of the interrelations of different forms of capital - economic, cultural, social, and symbolic - as to the societal functions (Putnam 1995) and potentials for conflict (Bourdieu 1979) inherent in their social combinatorics (Siisiäinen 2000). But what is hype? - Exaggerating marketing, says dictionary. The definition entails also the relatively inarticulate but strong enthusiasm brought about by marketing or some other form of shareable experience. Perhaps, hype is somehow akin to revolutionary enthusiasm, too. At least, common to both is eclipse in the understanding of the way how individual’s and the community’s - or consumer’s and producer’s - interests might be converging. From this angle indeed, hype looks as some sort of Putnamian unproblematically functional social capital. Indeed, forms of capital such as citizenship, trust, market share, patents, marketing, breaks in communication, or language will have saliently different roles in a Putnamian hype society compared to that of a Bourdeusian conflict society. Modern societies seem to be  in a perpetual state of search for rules and continuity. In principle, the modern world grounds its rules on atomic basic elements (Whitehead 2011, 124-126, 190). Yet even the hardest atomic elements will remain devoid of meaning or impotent if they are not attached with feelings, affections. One must also take into consideration that any universal stock of atomic-elementary entities under-determines orientations, total pictures, understandings and world views that people may espouse without violating the rules of consistence with these entities. The material atomicity provides a multiplicity of structures for feeling (cf. Williams 1961; Filmer 2003).

Sharing beliefs and emotions can be more diffuse and inarticulate than engaging in practices rearing the material world. The latter entails the need of organizing. Rules, codes and roles must be instituted. Concern about casualties brought about by football hooliganism led to restrictions of freedom and the rights to protection of privacy; ascertaining the protection of intellectual property rights to a software product may lead to the reorganization of not only the producer’s and the purchaser’s mutual relations but the purchaser’s relations to the rest of the world as well. In both cases, instead of a diffuse and inarticulate sharing of feelings, social hierarchies are erected and enforced  with material structures such as compatibility and its restrictions.

Shift from a hype dominated scene of NICTs to a more articulate and organized scene has been characterized as banalization (Lacroix & Tremblay 1997). In analytical terms this is a shift from a system of social relations in the style of sociological functionalism (Putnam 2000) to a system better understood in terms of cultural conflict theory (Bourdieu 1979). Pleasure from the immanence of aesthetic and social values is being replaced by calculations and speculations concerning the translatability and exchange rate of different forms of capital: symbolic, cultural, social, and monetary, at least. What is the expected commercial value of the high quality digitalized audio signal in the market of recordings? Or what is the symbolic value of being able to to produce such a signal? And not only do these questions arise but the following ones as well: what are the expected costs of isolation from the net and declining from updating the system version of one’s computer? Or alternatively, the investment costs of renewing the hardware? The costs of re-educating the user (the purchaser him or herself)?

The system is evolving thanks to a plethora of actors, mechanisms, and forces. In the wake of its evolution new affordances appear to various agents in the field. New kind of local as well as global meta-systems can and will be erected and instituted. The marketing of the NICTs and the concomitant hype develops as if independent from changes in the overall system’s parameters. What makes the future obscure is the bifurcation of the hype into corporate and non-governmental options of materialization. All in all, recent exemplifying events and processes in the field of development and use of NICTs bring testimony for the prevalence of a conflict culture embedded in hostile environments (Bourdieu 1979) instead of a peaceful community culture (Putnam 2000). Besides, NICTs afford new ways of perceiving. This aspect has been the concern of neither Putnam nor Bourdieu.

Re-materialization at the meta-level

Suspected digital code sequences are being put in a sandbox to indicate whether they are viral or not (Yee & al. 2010); GSM-phone numbers are requested from the operator to assess whether their holders are showing an opinion not desired by the government (Mozorov & yers 2011). In a certain sense, these phenomena seem to take place on the meta-level of the system. And in the name of security. Actors in the field also show difference in attitude to and preferred direction of co-operation. Some approve the given set of rules while others do not. The latter is characteristic to hacker cultures.

After all, the metadata of publishable electronic documents and applications does have some crucial features common with metaphysics. - Especially so, if one considers the latter’s role in enabling comprehensive pictures about things each studied separately in fields that are principally incommensurable in their ways of producing analytical and systematic bodies of knowledge (cf.: Roberts 2005; Wood & Francisco 2009, 247). Metaphysics always has its implications of which one cannot endlessly negotiate (Whitehead 1985, 8). Apparently, the same holds with the meta-level of the Net.

Indeed, it maybe the case that in practice a science totally free of metaphysics is impossible because of its unbearable demand for resources. Within the Net, metadata describes the parameters of the virtual system. This is necessary because, although the system is limited in its materiality, its potentials to develop virtually entail in practice an unlimited option to mutually excluding systems and/or features within a single system.  In itself, no system is incommensurable with itself. But in practice, incommensurability is being created and maintained on the interfaces of the system’s sub-modules by way of encryption and firewalls, a procedure which is enforced by continuous viral, macro-worm, and cyber attacks. 

A main tendency in the history of development of the IT has been the virtualization of the material, i.e. substitution of virtual functions for material one’s, e.g. substitution of virtual memory, or emulations, for a physical disc area or a definite hardware. Virtualization brings about fights for immaterial property rights. In this quarrel, materiality now seems to be re-gaining some of its lost value.  An example of this is the introduction of materially self-destructing videos, another the Minidisc technology’s inbuilt disability to export its digital contents digitally. Property rights, fair use, privacy, and authentication are in tension (Lessig 1999; Breen 2002). While individuals as well as collectivities can by virtualization disappear in the digital network and identity nebulosity, protecting law, order, and copyrights obviously becomes very difficult if not impossible as the subjects or parties in negotiation appear to be nothing but a nebula of virtual identities. Use of biometric data and corporeally implanted tags to fight the digital erosion of subjectness, these also seem to bring testimony to the increasing importance of materiality as the final referent.

Technology is society made durable is Bruno Latour’s famous statement (Latour 1991). The price to pay for the society and its members is: every item of a true technology has been and will be black-boxed. Any suspicion of the contents of the black box will risk the durability of the society. In the course of several anthropogenic  eco-catastrophes the idea of technologically affirmed durability has, indeed, been questioned and to some extent displaced by the concept of sustainability which seems to be more open to ongoing negotiations than a black box. 

In critical philosophical systems thinking boxes refer to systems (Serres 1985).  In IT research, the concept of black box has been accompanied by the concepts of white, grey, and sand boxes. In science and technology studies ‘white box’ has been used to denote a more detailed description of a technical item or a process than sheer black-boxing allows, not however opening the technical argument in all its complexity (Wynne 1988; Downer 2009; 2010). In design, white-boxing may mean getting a grip of the main ideas of principles of the design of a product (Tan & al. 2008). In economics, white-boxing may simply point to making visible or transparent. While the concept of box may get all the values of the gray-scale from black to white, or allow degrees of discernibility from completely opaque to completely transparent, when used as a systems descriptor, it is still another thing to assess the shareability of  a system or a systemic feature or module etc. There are, of course, always effective economic as well as political interests for inserting dis-information into communication. Applying various forms of sand-boxing to the virtual and real users of computerized networks does not automatically result in publishing the gained data. Shareability seems, indeed, to be at odds with not only cognitive incommensurability and product incompatibility but with instituted limits to access, encryption, and unintended local or temporal blackouts in the carrying capacity of the wireless net as well.

The present rising trend of product incompatibility between different IT systems is explained by referring to security reasons: a homogenous system will give a better opportunity than a heterogenous one for maintaining user and network transparency in the security work. A network is not yet a system. A system can, of course, be described as a network. But it is doubtful whether a very heterogenous network can be comprehended as a system. There are also entities, such the platform, that allow both systemic and non-systemic views. In principle, a platform is a system but it can also function as an open play ground for mutually excluding structures of acting, feeling, seeing, etc. (Williams 1961; 1977; Filmer 2003), i.e. for mutually excluding systems on top of it. A platform is a tool and as such open for creative use without discriminating different users. An ideal platform brings together the incompatibles and provides opportunity and means for creating compatibility. Platform allows heterogeneity, system does not. 

In a way, the feudal system could be taken as an archetype of the system in general. Its modern equivalent is the programmed society. It is vital for system’s maintenance, integrity, and continuity, that system be limited. A sandbox where the suspected viral actors are being surveilled and if possible made transparent gives a paradigmatic example about delimiting a system: in order to establish perfect safety and controllability over the phenomenon under scrutiny the computing capacity involved must be disconnected from the rest of the Net. Similarly, restricting users’ heterogeneity by controlling the range of actions, applications, and hardware available for the user point to a reduction of the heterogeneity of the Net and the World, and as such introducing more systemic features to the Global Net. In practice, platforms are always part of the system. However, an ideal platform black-boxes the system, reserving it only in the metadata invisible for an ordinary user, in order to more effectively invite new users and contents producers in the name of freedom. Once the newbies have been connected the platform may turn again into a system.

In a certain sense, inventions and discoveries, technical and scientific, are platforms or arsenals for opportunities and affordances for individuals as well as for collectivities or groups of people such as neo-tribes of consumers, cabinets of corporations, and collegia of experts. Technology is society made durable (Latour 1991). Changing inventions and discoveries into technology means exclusions of their alternative uses, streamlining, an end to questionings, moving to the opaque, black-boxing questions and problems, equalizing experience and practice with what is perceived: what-you-see-is-what-you-get (WYSIWYG) is before anything else making technology itself durable and opaque, hard, hard-surfaced and thus reliable. WYSIWYG is transferring pictures reliably from one media to another. In an ideally totalitarian system, equalizing would comprise not only seeing, hearing and practices but desires as well. A generalized form of WYSIWYG should then, perhaps, be: what-you-get-is-what-you-desire, or WYDIWYG.  A reliable transfer of desire.  Will this be the technology of a totally and perfectly durable society?

Meta warrants commensurability. Meta is power. In this regard, Kuhnification for one can be taken as a meta practice of scientific knowledge. Technology as a practice to make society durable indicates the presence of a meta practice, as well. While philosophy can be thought of as reflection, analysis, deconstruction, or speculation, metaphysics is first of all a commitment to a definite set of practices and orders of knowing, to a certain manner or hierarchy of suppressing reason. In any case, meta implicates durability and continuity over generations and among neighbours. The output of philosophical reflection consists of eternal ideas such as the quadratic formula. However, the relation of ideas and logical formulae  to the material world is contingent (Whitehead 1985). The continuity that is found in the material world lends a possibility for a courtship of ideas, or eternal objects, and matter. Matter can be included in ideal practices by exploiting its potentials: potential energy, inertia, capacitance, magnetics, enforceability, capacity to think and make decisions, etc.. Any of these givens can be referred to in relocating, connecting, organizing, enforcing, educating, threatening, attracting, seducing, promising, appealing, awarding, punishing material entities. After all meta(physics) consists in organizing the social life of ideas and matter. 

While trust, confidence, holding contracts, and obeying rules do not constitute metaphysics, as a kind of commitment metaphysics seems to consist in them. Whitehead (1985, 42) also talks about hope as one of the driving forces for practicing metaphysics. This holds, of course, only for metaphysics per se, not as an object of philosophical reflection or speculation. As to speculation, for philosophy speculation is as perfectly meeting as presenting a proposition in mathematics. For sociology, speculation is akin to something as for an engineer to reinvent the wheel. Speculative philosophy is a different thing compared to speculation in sociology, psychology, biology, chemistry, physics or any of the disciplines studying the so called real material world. 

Mankind is a great imponderable. In the theory of global democracy it is not far from a black-boxed factor. Capable of achieving the state of democratic rule over itself, it is also a potential threat to that democracy and the inviolability of its confines. Surveillance and sand-boxing are proposed to aid mankind in its task to manage the inherent risk. Tags implanted in human flesh will transmit knowledge mediated by that flesh about subjective desires and the risks of transgression imbedded in them. If not direct democracy then at least experimenting and simulating with it, is now being enabled by the use of the NICTs, i.e. on the platform created by networking the NICTs - software and hardware - in various ways. New kind of challenges also emerge: problems of identity and authentication, politics of preparation and enactment of democratic decisions, development and choice of techniques of translation, transfer, and interpretation of politically as well as economically relevant messages. For economy, ideally, there is the market, but in practice, the lobby of politicians for deals in publicly funded projects as well as for legislation, to warrant the commercial success of the product. For politics, any ideal appears to be much more controversial. There are good points for adopting as well as discarding both authoritarian and (directly) democratic systems, discussed already in Herodotus (Book III: 80-82). The core argument against democracy has always been: the opinion of the citizens can be manipulated by propaganda and practices of marketing. The counter argument has taken -  at least since the dawn of Enlightenment - the form of an appeal to the mental potentials of every human being to learn to be critical towards instituted as well as emerging forms of manipulation of thought. Now the question remains, does the NICTs based direct democracy really make a difference in managing the ancient problem of manipulated opinion in the democratic process?

The use of biometric or physically embedded data may, however, prove to be a double-edged sword. In the present regions of popular insurgence and civil war, for a compromising if not lethal biometric data suffices one’s place of residence. A downloadable biometric data from the Net will probably, and unfortunately, also ease the work of the contract killers of tomorrow.

The actor in the Net is not only a node but, as well, a force capable of summoning the Net,  searching and emptying it, picking up the easy prey. Especially so after the Net went commercial. Indeed, commerciality and the concomitant will to make profit has remarkably diversified the dynamics of the Net. Big IT-houses also, such as Microsoft, Apple, and IBM, together with more and less authoritarian governments, have remarkably contributed to its dynamics. But if the user, potentially any of the present 2300 million users (Internet World Stats 2012) thus far, were not an able-bodied actor, neither companies nor governments would have an interest to invest in ways increasing and reshaping the dynamics of the Net.
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